Humility among religious leaders: testing a relational spirituality model by Sandage, Steven et al.
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
School of Theology BU Open Access Articles
2019-01-11
Humility among religious leaders:
testing a relational spirituality
model
This work was made openly accessible by BU Faculty. Please share how this access benefits you.
Your story matters.
Version Published version
Citation (published version): Steven Sandage, Chance Bell, Nicolae Dumitrascu. 2019. "Humility
among Religious Leaders: Testing a Relational Spirituality Model."
Palm Springs Humility In Leadership Grant Meeting, January 2019.
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/40739
Boston University
Humility among Religious Leaders:
Testing a Relational Spirituality Model
STEVEN J. SANDAGE, PH.D. (PI)
BOSTON UNIVERSITY & MF NORWEGIAN SCHOOL OF THEOLOGY (OSLO)
CHANCE A. BELL, PH.D.
BOSTON UNIVERSITY
NICOLAE DUMISTRASCU, PH.D.
BOSTON UNIVERSITY
PRESENTATION AT PALM SPRINGS HUMILITY IN LEADERSHIP GRANT MEETING, 
JANUARY 2019
Humility Grant: Our Research Team
Danielsen Institute
u Chance A. Bell, PhD (MFT)
u Sarah A. Crabtree, PhD (MFT)
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u David R. Paine, PhD (Counseling Psych)
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Theology)
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Current Progress
u Study 1: Mixed method study of religious leaders 
uQuantitative results – Published (Jankowski, Sandage, Bell, Ruffing, & 
Adams, 2018)
uQualitative results, Part 1 – Published (Ruffing, Devor, & Sandage, 2018)
uQualitative results, Part 2 & Theology – Manuscript drafted (Wolfteich, 
Ruffing, Devor, Crabtree & Sandage)
u Latent Profile Analyses of Relational Dynamics – Analyses complete (Bell, 
Sandage, et al)
u Study 2: Psychological assessment of religious leaders 
u Data collection underway & Reliable Clinician Rating achieved (Sandage, 
Bell, Dumitrascu, et al)
u Cross-sectional study of humility, RS,& alterity in seminary students
u Published in Journal of Psychology & Christianity (Bell, Sandage, Morgan, & 
Hauge, 2017) 
Current Progress – Cont. 
u Review paper on Clergy, Narcissism, and Humility
u Published (Ruffing, Devor, Paine, & Sandage, 2018)
u Spirituality Studies & Psychology Conceptual Paper
u In press (Wolfteich, Sandage, Tomlinson, Mettasophia, & Ventura, 2019)
u Cross-sectional study with BU seminary students 
u RS model validated with N = 72; continuing to collect data
u Humility Research and Interdisciplinary Integration of Psychology and 
Theology
u Cited in Book published with Routledge (Sandage & Brown, 2018)
u Cited in In press chapter for book with SUNY Press (Sandage, in press; 
Shults & Neville eds)
u Study 3: Group Intervention Study
u Scheduled – January 2019 (Sandage, Devor, Ruffing, Bell, Crabtree, Park)
Relational Spirituality Model
RSM Dialectical
Constructs
Attachment System
Functions
Spiritual Dwelling Safe Haven
Spiritual Seeking Secure Base
• Attachment and Differentiation in Spiritual Development & Leadership
• Humility – Religiousness Paradox (Woodruff et al., 2014)
• Narcissism Risks: Relational Spirituality as Salutary and Pathological
• Clergy Health Risks
Study 1 -Participant Information
u Inclusion Criteria
u Religious leader at least three 
years
u Participants (N = 273)
uMale = 158
u Female = 114
u Transgender = 1
u Ministry Experience (M = 14.69 yrs.)
u Range = 3 – 53; SD = 11.57
u Age (M = 42.31)
u (Range = 21 – 79; SD = 13.36)
• Sexual Orientation
• Heterosexual (92.2%)
• Lesbian (0.8%)
• Bisexual (2.3%)
• Gay (1.6%)
• Other (1.6%)
• Unsure (1.2%)
• Asexual (0.4%)
• Education
• Master’s (60.1%) 
• Doctoral (16.6%)
Study 1 - Participant Information 
continued…
u Religious Affiliation
u Evangelical Protestant (43%)
u Mainline Protestant (27%)
u Jewish (5.4%)
u Catholic (4.7%)
u Orthodox Christian (.8%)
u Muslim (1.9%)
u Historically Black Protestant (1.6%)
u Greek Orthodox (0.4%)
u LDS (0.4%)
u other-Christian (7.8%)
u other (.8%)
u Multiple Christian affiliations (6.6%)
• Race
• White (63.7%)
• Asian (16%)
• Black or African American (9.7%)
• Hispanic (7.8%)
• Middle Eastern or North African (1.2%)
• Pacific Islander (including Filipino and Native 
Hawaiian; .4%)
• Other (1.2%). 
Study 1 - Measures
u Covariates 
u Spiritual Impression Management (from SAI; Hall & Edwards, 2002; a = .76)
u Impact of Events Scale – Revised (Weiss & Marmar, 1997; α = .94)
u Low Concern for Status – Humility Dimension
u Low Concern for Status subscale (Hill, Laney, & Edwards, 2015; α = .74)
u Key dimension of humility in Jewish and Christian Biblical Texts (Wengst, 1988) 
u Expressed Humility (Self-Report Version)
u Expressed Humility Scale (Owens, Johnson, & Mitchell, 2013; α = .94)
u (a) Accurate self-knowledge, (b) appreciation for others, ( c) openness/teachability
u Intellectual Humility
u Religion-Specific Intellectual Humility Scale (Hoyle, Davisson, Diebels, & Leary, 2016; α = .90)
u Differentiation of Self
u Differentiation of Self Inventory-Revised-Short Form (Drake Murdock, Marszalek, & Barber, 2015; α
= .88)
u Insecure Attachment to God
u Perceived Relationship with God (Rowatt & Kirkpatrick, 2002; α = .83)
Study 1 - Measures continued
u Religious Exploration (Seeking)
u Multidimensional Quest Orientation Scale (Beck, & Jessup, 2004; α = .82)
u Well-Being (Positive Mental Health)
u Mental Health Continuum – Short Form (Lamers, Westerhof, Bohlmeijer, ten Klooster, & 
Keyes, 2011; α = .90)
u (a) emotional well-being (b) psychological well-being ( c) social well-being
u Mental Health Problems
u Clinical Outcomes in Routine Evaluation Outcome Measure (Evans et al., 2000, 2002; α = 
.93)
u (a) mental health symptoms (b) problems in well-being ( c) problems in psychosocial 
functioning
u Vulnerable and Grandiose Narcissism
u Goal Instability Scale (Robbins & Patton, 1985; α = .85)
u Brief Pathological Narcissism Inventory (Schoenleber, Roche, Wetzel, Pincus, & Roberts, 
2015; grandiose subscale [α = .83], vulnerable [α = .89])
u Spiritual Grandiosity Scale (from SAI; Hall & Edwards, 2002; α = .80)
Humility
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Figure 1. Depiction of the conceptual model predicting wellbeing with religious exploration moderating the mediating 
role for differentiation of self and insecure God attachment. Note: RE = religious exploration, DoS = differentiation of self, 
IGA = insecure God attachment.  Χ2 (18) = 24.21    Comparative Fit Index = .998    RMSEA = .04
Study 1 – Mixed Method Results
Binary Logistic Regression Predicting
Humility Practices/No Practices 
u Dummy coded variable for some description of humility 
practices or not in Q3. 
u Low Concern for Status (p = .002) and DoS (p = .027) 
each positively predicted humility practices over and 
above spiritual impression management. 
Predictor Mediator Outcome B MC95%CI
LCS DoS PMH .08 (.01, .16)
MHP -.13 (-.25, -.03)
GI -.03 (-.09, .02)
GN -.02 (-.05, -.004)
VN -.03 (-.05, -.01)
SG -.003 (-.01, .001)
EH IGA PMH .12 (.03, .24)
MHP -.28 (-.50, -.10)
GI -.11 (-.20, -.04)
GN -.04 (-.08, -.01)
VN -.05 (-.09, -.02)
SG -.005 (-.02, .01)
IH PMH -.05 (-.10, -.02)
MHP .12 (.05, .21)
GI .05 (.02, .09)
GN .02 (.01, .03)
VN .02 (.01, .04)
SG .002 (-.002, .01)
Table 1
Indirect Effects for the Moderated Mediation Model 
Note: DoS = differentiation of self, IGA = insecure God attachment, LCS = low concern for status, EH = expressed humility, IH = intellectual humility, 
PMH = positive mental health, MHP = mental health problems, GI = goal instability, GN = grandiose narcissism, VN = vulnerable narcissism, SG = 
spiritual grandiosity. Unstandardized estimates. MC CI = Monte Carlo Confidence Interval. CI that does not include 0 = significant.
Study 1 – Quantitative Results:
Indirect Effects 
(controlling for age, gender, trauma, and spiritual impression management) 
u Low concern for status was associated with higher DoS which then 
corresponded to higher positive mental health and lower (a) mental 
health problems (b) grandiose and vulnerable narcissism. 
u Expressed humility was associated with lower insecure attachment to God 
which corresponded to higher positive mental health and lower (a) 
mental health problems (b) grandiose and vulnerable narcissism.
u Low Expressed Humility: Religion-spiritual intellectual humility 
corresponded with increased insecure attachment to God, which then 
corresponded to lower positive mental health and higher (a) mental 
health problems (b) grandiose and vulnerable narcissism.
Mediator Predictor Outcome Moderator Estimate MC95%CI p value
Expressed Humility GN Religious Exploration (Low) -.32 .001
Religious Exploration (High) -.01 .88
Intellectual Humility GN Religious Exploration (Low) .07 .13
Religious Exploration (High) -.06 .03
SG Religious Exploration (Low) .01 .50
Religious Exploration (High) -.05 <.001
DoS Expressed Humility MHP Religious Exploration (Low) .21 (-.01, .53)
Religious Exploration (High) -.18 (-.44, -.01)
VN Religious Exploration (Low) .04 (-.003, .10)
Religious Exploration (High) -.04 (-.08, -.001)
IGA Intellectual Humility PMH Expressed Humility (Low) -.15 (-.30, -.04)
Expressed Humility (High) -.02 (-.07, .03)
MHP Expressed Humility (Low) .34 (.10, .62)
Expressed Humility (High) .04 (-.07, .14)
GI Expressed Humility (Low) .13 (.03, .25)
Expressed Humility (High) .01 (-.03, .06)
GN Expressed Humility (Low) .04 (.01, .09)
Expressed Humility (High) .01 (-.01, .02)
VN Expressed Humility (Low) .06 (.02, .11)
Expressed Humility (High) .01 (-.01, .03)
Table 3
Conditional Direct and Indirect Effects for the Moderated Mediation Model Examining the Humility - Wellbeing Associations
Note: GN = grandiose narcissism, VN = vulnerable narcissism, SG = spiritual grandiosity, DoS = differentiation of self, IGA = insecure God attachment, 
MHP = mental health problems, PMH = positive mental health, GI = goal instability. Unstandardized estimates. Low and high = lower and upper limits of 
range. MC CI = Monte Carlo Confidence Interval. CI that does not include 0 = significant.
Study 1 – Quantitative Results:
Conditional Effects 
(controlling for age, gender, trauma, and spiritual impression management) 
u High Religious Exploration (Seeking): 
u Religion-spiritual intellectual humility corresponded with lower grandiose 
narcissism and spiritual grandiosity.
u Expressed humility corresponded with greater DoS which then corresponded 
with lower mental health problems and vulnerable narcissism. 
u Low Religious Exploration: Expressed humility negatively associated with 
grandiose narcissism. 
u Expressed humility was associated with lower insecure attachment to God 
which corresponded to higher positive mental health and lower (a) 
mental health problems (b) grandiose and vulnerable narcissism.
Figure 2. Moderating effect of religious exploration on the direct effect (two-way interaction) between 
expressed humility and grandiose narcissism.  
Note: RE = religious exploration. Low is significant.
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Figure 3. Moderating effect of religious exploration on the direct effect (two-way interaction) between 
intellectual humility and grandiose narcissism.  
Note: RE = religious exploration. High is significant.
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Figure 4. Moderating effect of religious exploration on the direct effect (two-way interaction) between 
expressed humility and differentiation of self.  
Note: RE = religious exploration. High is significant.
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Study 1 – Quantitative Discussion
u Correlations between humility and narcissism measures were significant but 
small to moderate ( r = - .25 to - .38)
u Complex associations between humility, spiritual dwelling, spiritual seeking, 
and well-being (support for RSM)
u Religious leaders seem to manage the Humility-Religiousness Paradox in 
various ways (invites Latent Profile Analyses)
u As religious complexity increases, characterological aspects of humility 
and differentiated capacities for self-regulation may be necessary to 
sustain positive connections between relational spirituality and well-being. 
u Specific humility practices may be important, particularly self-regulatory 
ones fostering DoS and more secure attachment with God. 
Study 1: Qualitative Results, Part I:
How does your specific ministry context facilitate and/or 
challenge the cultivation of humility for you? (Ruffing ea, 2018)
Challenge Themes n % Example
Praise 17 11.6 “As a reasonably good pulpit clergy, I receive 
plenty of compliments (ego stroking) from 
people who know a limited version of me.”
Power and 
authority
18 12.2 “In my position, I have a great deal of authority 
and even power over the lives of others.”
Self-satisfaction 13 8.8 “When you do good things to help others, one 
tends to attribute those feelings to oneself.”
The role’s 
requirement
18 12.2 “…for authors and public speakers, it’s hard to 
be humble when you have to promote yourself 
as an expert and authority.”
s
Study 1: Qualitative Results, Part I:
How does your specific ministry context facilitate and/or 
challenge the cultivation of humility for you? (Ruffing ea, 2018)
Receptive Facilitator
Themes
n % Example
Encountering others’ 
lives and struggles
30 20.4 “I am faced with humility as I work with the life 
challenges of others and minister to them.”
Diversity 14 9.5 “Cross cultural experiences teach us to withhold 
judgment, ask questions, and consider your 
perspective may be limited.”
Knowing own 
insufficiency and 
receiving critical 
feedback
36 24.5 “Teaching is always a challenge because you 
realize no matter how much you know, there is 
always more to learn.”
Lack of 
appreciation or 
external markers of 
success
30 20.4 “Serving a small church in a culture that dictates 
that big congregations is the way to go as far as 
ministry is concerned helps and challenges me 
[sic] stay humble.”
Study 1: Qualitative Results, Part I:
How does your specific ministry context facilitate and/or 
challenge the cultivation of humility for you? (Ruffing ea, 2018)
Active Facilitator 
Themes
n % Example
Dependence on 
God and goal of 
glorifying God
27 18.4 “I recognize my hard work and effort creates the 
environment kids want to be there, but having 
humility is recognizing God at work before me, 
through me, around me, without me.”
Interdependence 36 24.5 “I work to include others in decisions and get other 
people up front, so I am not looked to as much.”
Humble 
organizational 
culture 
12 8.2 “The culture is to remain humble. It’s talked about 
at staff meetings and trainings.”
Role models 16 10.9 “Our senior pastor consistently leads from a place 
of humility. His example has been paramount for 
me as I follow him and he is following Jesus’ 
example of humble, servant leadership.”
Study and spiritual 
practice
17 11.6 “Studying various works in Jewish ethics, and 
lecturing about them, have kept it forefront in my 
mind.”
Qualitative Results, Part II: 
Theology & Practice (Wolfteich ea - draft)
What are some specific concepts or teachings on humility in your 
own religious/theological tradition that influence your 
understanding?
q Sources: Specific humility exemplars and sacred texts and 
narratives
q Content: 
v Humility as a virtue
v Dialectical/accurate view of self
v Humble in relation to others (receptive vs downward)
v Humble in relation to God
Qualitative Results, Part II: 
Theology & Practice (Wolfteich ea)
Are there specific practices that you engage in to cultivate 
humility personally?
q Prayer, study, and worship practices
q Gratitude, Sabbath, particular forms of prayer
q Explicit self-reflection about humility
q Relationships with others
q Learning from others, accountability, formal relationships
q Sharing leadership
q Marriage and parenting
q Service and not seeking publicity
Spirituality Studies & Psychology in Humility 
Research (Wolfteich ea, in press)
u Bridging historical studies of ancient spiritual traditions 
and contemporary psychological science in 
understanding humility, spirituality, and leadership. 
u John Cassian (c. 360-435) – communal humility, 
mentoring in leadership, and discernment
u St. Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-547) – monastic 
mindfulness, indifference to status, vigilance of speech, 
love of God as telos of humility. 
u Julian of Norwich (1342-c.1423) – humility rooted in love 
for God, incarnation emphasis – humility revealed in 
embodiment
u Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) – warnings on false humility 
and not owning strengths; humility & closeness to God
Some Questions for Theological 
and Psychological Integration
u Role of specific contexts and religious teachings
u The role of gender, culture, and other diversity factors
u “Being a young woman in the world usually keeps me fairly humble without 
having to try very hard. The world is quick to remind me of my place.”
u Potential differences between humility in relation to others and in relation to God
u Humility and the nature of God
u Humility and nature of personhood (theological anthropology)
u Dialectical versus uni-directional understandings of humility and narcissism
u Humility as Divine gift or intentional process of growth
u Differing understandings of shame, sin, and humility
u Humility as liberative or refining, through self-care or self-confrontation
Humility & Psychological Testing 
Study with Clergy Candidates
N = 52 full battery assessments to date (N=80 is goal)
Mean age = 34.6 years
5-7 hour assessment process includes:
u Clinical interview 
u MMPI-2; Rorschach; 16PF; Sentence Completion;
u Humility and Relational Spirituality self-report measures
u Feedback Session
u Clinician Assessment of Candidate Humility
Humility & Psychological Testing Study with 
Clergy Candidates
Clinician Assessment of Candidate Humility based on behavioral anchors 
during interview and feedback session:
u Acknowledged and owned personal strengths and limitations
u Drew attention to personal accomplishments (neg)
u Demonstrated ability to regulate emotions of shame and pride
u Demonstrated a willingness to receive influence from others
u Demonstrated an appreciation for differences between people
u Demonstrated a concern for others’ welfare
u Overall humility demonstrated
*12 practice rounds with 9 psychologists with moderate to high intraclass
correlation coefficients each time (Cichetti, 1994)
*9 items – alpha = .71   (N=52)
Humility & Psychological Testing 
Study with Clergy Candidates
Clinician Assessment of Candidate Humility (N=52):
u Small negative correlation with MMPI-2 Lie Scale & spiritual impression 
management 
u Small positive correlation with humility self-report; moderate with 
intellectual humility
u Positive correlation with MMPI-2 ego strength
u Negative correlation with MMPI-2 hostility, aggressiveness, cynicism
u Negative correlation with Rorschach scores on (a) 
shame/guilt/inadequacy score and (b) distorted/naïve/unrealistic view of 
people (self-other representations)
u Negative correlation with self-report of spiritual grandiosity
Humility Group Intervention Study –
Center for Urban Ministry Education
u January 26, 2019 – Formation Day Workshop
u Anticipated N = 200 seminary students (85% POC; Portuguese 
speaking sub-sample)
u Three measurement time points (Pre, Post, 4-week follow)
u Differentiation-based RS model of change
u Integrate with Biblical and practical theology
u Frame dialectical perspective on humility formation
u Facilitate self-reflection and contemplative practice with 
Benevolent God images (based on prior research)
u Identify humility challenges and specific pathways/practices
Three Humility Challenges & 
Pathways Toward Growth
Counter-Humility Temptation Possible Manifestations Relevant Correlates of 
Humility
Expansive Grandiosity
Overfunctioning
Perfectionism
Superiority
Groundedness
Accurate Self-Knowledge
Low Concern for Status
Reactivity to Difference 
and Conflict
Ethnocentrism
Shame
Resentment
Cultural Humility
Emotion Regulation
Forgiveness
Hiding the Self
Isolation
Hyper-Autonomy
Addiction
Ongoing Learning
Willingness to Connect
Authenticity
